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Maurice Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological theories have been an 
important source of inspiration for film theorists like Vivian 
Sobchack and film makers like Jean-Luc Godard. The Cartesian 
dichotomy between the subject and object became outmoded with 
the advent of Merleau-Ponty's conception of reversible subjects 
and objects. No other film maker bears the imprint of the Pontean 
view of reversible subjects and objects better than Godard. His 
approach to film philosophy and film making not only acknowledges 
the Pontean influence but provides a clear methodological basis 
for film makers to apply the Pontean phenomenology. 
Classical Japanese cinema is replete with many good examples 
of spatial aesthetics. The films of Yasujiro Ozu have been widely 
acknowledged for breaking new ground in the spatial aesthetics of 
Japanese cinema. Unlike Ozu's films, Akira Kurosawa's films have 
been seldom given the same attention. This paper seeks to fill that 
void even as it attempts to connect two culturally distant directors 
like Godard and Kurosawa through the theories of Merleau-Ponty 
and Sobchack. 
Introduction 
Inside and outside are inseparable. The world is wholly inside and I 
am wholly outside myself. .. .If I touch with my left hand my right 
hand while it touches an object, the right hand object is not the right 
hand touching: the first is an intertwining of bones, muscles and 
flesh bearing down on a point in space, the second traverses space 
as a rocket in order to discover the exterior object in its place. 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
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These words of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) have their echo in 
what Jean-Luc Godard said about the description of a 'complex' - the 
story of Juliette in Godard's Deux Ou Trios Choses Que Je SaisD'elle. 
"The story of Juliette in Deux Ou Trios Choses Que Je Sais D 'elle will 
not be told continuously, because not only she, but the events of which 
she is part, are to be described. It is a matter of describing 'a complex.' 
This 'complex' and its parts (Juliette being the one I have chosen to 
examine in greater detail, in order to suggest that the other parts also 
exist in depth) must be described and talked about as both objects and 
subjects. What I mean is that I cannot avoid the fact that all things exist 
both from the inside and the outside" (Milne, 1986). 
Godard's notion of the 'complex' is undoubtedly Pontean in its 
philosophical moorings but it also attests to the methodological rigour 
Godard brings to transform the Pontean influence to a film philosophy. 
Talking of the need to describe the 'complex,' Godard describes the four 
movements that define his approach to film making as "subjective 
description (subjective description of subjects and objects), objective 
description (objective description of objects and subjects), search for 
structures and life" (Milne, 1986); even as he wonders after delineating 
their purpose, order and modus operandi, "Is this cinema? Am I right to 
go on trying?" (Milne, 1986). In his scheme, the four movements are not 
only interconnected but finally "mixed up together." (Milne, 1986). While 
the first two movements seek to describe objects and subjects from four 
perspectives, the third movement builds on such perspectives of things 
and people and "corresponds to the inner movement of the film, which is 
the attempt to describe a complex (people and things), since no distinction 
is made between them and, in order to simplify, people are spoken of as 
things, and things as people;" (Milne, 1986) and the fourth movement 
brings to fruition the ultimate purpose of bringing us "closer to life than at 
the outset." (Milne, 1986). 
Godard was not alone in seeking to go after the 'complex' of subjects 
as objects and objects as subjects. Before Godard, Eisenstein too shared 
the longing for describing the transformation of subjects as objects and 
objects as subjects. While seeking to connect the similarities between 
the intellectual cinemas of Eisenstein and Godard, Perlmutter (1975), 
says that "Eisenstein envisions the ultimate of the intellectual cinema as 
the inner monologue (specifically Joycean) and described it as the "slipping 
from the objective into the subjective". Similarly, Godard deals with the 
"inner movement" of subjective and objective description when describing 
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the search for structures" in his film, Two or Three Things I know 
About Her {Deux Ou Trios Choses Que Je Sais)." In his analysis of 
Deux Ou Trios Choses Que Je Sais, Perlmutter (1975) finds Godard 
putting to practice Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological vision. "In the 
garage sequence of Two or Three Things, the various levels of discourse 
work towards a dissolution of subject into object. .. .The desire to force 
the film and the mental processes into a more physical connection with 
reality (in this case, political action) is central in Godard's film, Le Gai 
Savoir (1969). The film personifies "the search for structures." This 
search involves Godard in a separation of the formal elements and a 
breakdown of their component parts, so that in isolating them we can 
observe the tension they create in their montage battle." 
Until the advent of Merleau-Ponty, questions of subject-object 
dualism remained the mainstay of the philosophy that flowed from the 
Cartesian logic. It was taken for granted by philosophers in both Eastern 
and Western traditions that the mind prevails over the body and the life 
world in defining human subjectivity. There was no scope for relating to 
embodied subjectivity as a part of the continuum of subjects as objects 
and objects as subjects in the life world of experiences. Pontean 
subjectivity does not depend on the division between subjects and objects 
but is defined by the reversible movement of subjects and objects in 
accordance with the experiences of the life world. Moreover, there is no 
hegemonic control over what is not the subject (object) as its status is 
likely to be that of the subject any time. 
The essential difference between the Pontean subject and the 
Cartesian subject in the life world is the one between reversibility and 
irreversibility. The reversibility of the Pontean subject makes it an object 
as well as the subject. On the other hand, the Cartesian subject is 
irreversible and can not be an object in the life world. But looking closer 
at the characteristics of the reversibility, doubts arise naturally about the 
real contours of objectification and subjectification. As Rosen (2000) 
points out, "...although the intimate relatedness of subject and object 
that would give access to the subject is inferred from their reversibility, 
any particular cognitive act is itself actually irreversible, is a uni-directional 
movement from subject to object. To repeat the example adapted from 
Merleau-Ponty, on one occasion my left hand serves as subject as I pass 
from it, to this page of text, which is its object. Then there is the 
"irremediable hiatus," after which it is now my right hand that plays the 
role of subject, that from which my left is known as object. Though the 
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identity of subject and object is thus reversed from the first occasion to 
the second, what does not change is the irreversibility of the action within 
the given occasion that puts the subject out of reach. To be sure, in 
passing to the second occasion, I do come to know what had been the 
subject, i.e., my left hand; but I do not know it as subject, since I am 
presently taking it as my object. So, while Pontean reversibility changes 
what is being objectified, it does nothing to challenge the act of 
objectification itself, the act by which we pass from subject to object, 
thereby occluding lived subjectivity per se." 
How to locate Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological vision in the context 
of our subjectivities as film spectators? Vivian Sobchack's (1992) seminal 
work on film phenomenology and Godard's attempts to work on the 
basis of the Pontean influences provide two remarkable points of departure 
in phenomenological film theories. Understandably, before the advent of 
Sobchack and Godard, film phenomenology never made great waves 
despite the merits of its arguments. Sobchack's attempt to see both films 
and spectators as embodied in their relationship with the world marked 
the first radical departure from the conventional notion of film spectators 
which located them as subjects vulnerable to the factors of Lacanian 
'lack,' Metzian sign systems or Baudry's cinematic apparatus. Sobchack's 
The Address of the Eye (1992) sees both films and spectators as 
embodied entities. According to Sobchack, films are bodies that embody 
film makers' perceptions of their worlds and film spectators are embodied 
entities who relate to such perceptions through the mediation of projector 
and camera. 
Similarly, Godard was betting heavily on the phenomenological 
premises of theorists like Merleau-Ponty in shaping his film philosophy. 
The linkages between the Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological philosophy 
and Jean-Luc Godard's film philosophy are rarely connected in works 
on film theory, even if they seem too obvious to be taken as a subject of 
problematisation. If this is true, the challenges seem rather heavy when 
one considers the following questions. How to connect Merleau-Ponty, 
Godard, Sobchack and Kurosawa? If there is scope for connecting them, 
what could be the nature of the planes of connection? Are the planes of 
connection phenomenological, aesthetic or both? More importantly, what 
could be the planes of connections between them in terms of one film, 
Rashomon (1950)? 
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Spatial Aesthetics in Japanese Cinema and 
Kurosawa 
In his memoir, Something Like an Autobiography, Kurosawa said: 
"Since the advent of the talkies in the 1930s, I felt, we had misplaced 
and forgotten what was so wonderful about the old silent movies. I was 
aware of the esthetic loss as a constant irritation. I sensed a need to go 
back to the origins of the motion picture to find this peculiar beauty 
again; I had to go back into the past. In particular, I believed that there 
was something to be learned from the spirit of the French avant-garde 
films of the 1920s. Yet in Japan at this time we had no film library. I had 
to forage for old films, and try to remember the structure of those I had 
seen as a boy, ruminating over the esthetics that had made them special. 
Rashomon would be my testing ground, the place where I could apply 
the ideas and wishes growing out of my silent-film research"(1983). 
Kurosawa was not alone in having a nostalgic longing for what was 
supposedly a bygone thing in film aesthetic with the advent of non-silent 
films. Much before him, the foremost formalist, Rudolf Arnheim (1957), 
sought to portray the advent of non-silent movies as the end of pure 
cinema. For Arnheim, the raw material of silent cinema made it pure 
cinema and for Kurosawa, the scores of French silent films he saw 
during his early years made lasting impressions about the film aesthetic 
he sought to romanticize and get back to. It was a vain attempt by both 
Arnheim and Kurosawa as what they held as the benchmark quickly 
vanished in the face of unprecedented technological changes encountered 
by the medium in the transition from silent to sound, black and white to 
colour, normal to wide screen and 2D to 3D. There is no denying that the 
film aesthetic of pure cinema holds magical qualities on account of the 
raw material it possessed. It is true of not only the early French films 
Kurosawa admired, but holds good for silent films in many other languages 
of many other regions. But the notion that pure cinema aesthetics has 
been lost irrecoverably because we no longer live in the age of silent 
cinema is borne of the contentious tendency to see pre-cinema/cinema, 
silent/sound cinema, digital/film cinema as binary opposites. 
Kurosawa has been widely acclaimed for his many innovations in 
Rashomon, especially the unprecedented move to tilt the camera towards 
the sun, even as the camera panned rapidly the upper branches of the 
woods, creating in the wake the swirling effects cast by the bright sun 
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rays and their sources of interruptions. Not well-known are his innovations 
in the field of spatial aesthetics, in particular his use of spatial elements 
in the location of his narrative characters. In many ways, the high points 
of film aesthetics in any Kurosawa film have their locations in the 
constructed elements of sets, locations, lighting and even characters' 
costumes. In particular, the famous Kurosawa touch of authenticity 
permeates the elements of mise-en-scene in their full strength in his 
spatial constructions. The need to cultivate authenticity in film aesthetics 
has been considered as the most important priority by Kurosawa in his 
many interviews. Despite the odds and challenges in getting before the 
camera what he envisioned, it seems that he always got what he 
envisioned. This becomes evident when the woodcutter comes alive as 
a woodcutter in as many realistic dimensions as possible in the minds of 
the viewer. The same is true of the priest, the stranger, the samurai, his 
wife and the bandit. Even to seasoned viewers of Kurosawa, his constant 
teammate, Mifune, does not register as Mifune but as the bandit with 
three, and possibly, more faces. We fail to see them as actors or 
performers but as the woodcutter, samurai or bandit. Therein lies the 
high point of Kurosawa's purpose of film aesthetics. It is not aesthetics 
for the sake of aesthetics but with a purpose that links the diverse but 
complementary logics of aesthetic and narrative structures on the plane 
of constructed reality. 
Film aesthetics is a much traversed field and is replete with as many 
approaches to the study of the same as there are films and directors. 
Film aesthetics is also a field that seeks to stay clear of the vicissitudes 
of the turbulence that has defined the trajectories of its well-known 
counterpart in film studies, film theory. Film aesthetics, for the same 
reason, lacks the advantage of contentious possibilities that have helped 
film theory to grow in stature and scope. 
Space, place and time define aesthetics in our daily routines. We are 
subjects of aesthetics as much as we are subjects of our location, 
dislocation and non-location in our contexts of space, place and time. 
There is a taken for granted life philosophy in our routines in matters of 
aesthetics. We do not relate to our daily routines in terms of their aesthetics 
but always in terms of their functions even if the functions exude an 
aesthetic quality inadvertently. Our life philosophy is less oriented towards 
aesthetics of life than functions of life at the surface level. We would all 
agree that functions matter and must be made visible; aesthetics does 
not matter but order must be sought instead; order matters but we must 
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plod on, even if it does not materialize; and what shall matter eventually 
is survival of the functions that define our daily routines. 
The same cannot be different for the characters in their filmic worlds 
as well but they can not afford to follow such a life philosophy. In the 
filmic world, the logic of the survival of functions are not about daily, 
natural and seemingly ceaseless flow of life routines but about functions 
that emanate from premeditated constructions. These are about reliving 
imaginary or real characters. The functions here are more rooted in the 
logic of film aesthetics or the trajectory of the film narrative or the nature 
of the character profiles in the overall plot structure. 
When it comes to film aesthetics of the spatial kind, commentators 
of Japanese cinema have time and again benchmarked Ozu over his 
contemporaries and even successors. In fact, Ozu's approach to spatial 
constructions is seen as the primary source of influence for contemporary 
Japanese filmmakers like Takeshi Kitano (Freeman, 2000). Freeman's 
analysis of Kitano's Hana-bi (1997) seeks to provide ample ground to 
show that Yasujiro Ozu lives on remarkably in the spatial aesthetics of a 
director who lives in an altogether different era of Japanese cinema and 
culture. Comparing Ozu and Kitano on the basis of his analysis of Kitano's 
1997 film Hana-bi, Freeman (2000) says: "Like the eternal spaces of 
Ozu, in Kitano's world there is permanence, transcendence to the spaces 
that surround us, and the people that populate them come and go, with 
the only constant being the space left behind. Clearly over the forty year 
bridge from Ozu to Kitano, a legacy has been maintained." Ozu is also 
seen as the most Japanese of the Japanese film makers for his ingenuity 
in evolving a narrative and aesthetic style that distinguished itself by its 
violations of the classical Hollywood style of realism. In a landmark 
study on Ozu's cinema, Noel Burch (1979) exemplifies clearly the 
significant violations of the Hollywood norms of realism by Ozu. What is 
also significant is the fact that Ozu also had a purpose in seeking such 
violations. The purpose was to craft an approach to film aesthetic that 
was not seeking discontinuities with the centuries-old tradition of Japanese 
aesthetic. How to locate someone like Kurosawa in such a context? 
Where Kurosawa stands in relation to Ozu, Mizoguchi or their later day 
compatriots is not a matter of comparison borne of differences in their 
styles or contributions with a view to judge one of them as more significant 
than others but to recognize them for the implications of their divergent 
trajectories in making the personae of Japanese cinema an hard to ignore 
attraction. 
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Locating the Spatial Aesthetics of Rashomon 
through Pontean Eyes 
The logic of film aesthetics lies in affording the viewers immense 
possibilities to locate the characters not outside their life worlds or locations 
intended by the logic of film narrative and its author(s). For instance, 
what are our impressions of the life world of the woodcutter whose 
lament starts it all? He is a commoner who earns his livelihood the hard 
way. He is like any of us, with all the contradictions and pulls/pushes of 
our human psyche and fallibilities. Like most people at the bottom of the 
socio-economic ladder, the woodcutter, is kind hearted. Even though he 
has a large family to support, is not heartless to ignore the abandoned 
child. These are some of the surface level impressions any viewer of the 
film may harbour with regard to the woodcutter. But these are not the 
result of his location in the Rasho Gate environment in which he ponders 
over many vital questions about the murder or his walk through the forest 
as a typical wood cutter (with the tools of his trade) or his moments of 
shock and surprise on seeing the traces of strange objects and their 
relationship with the murdered object or his confessions in the court hall. 
If none of these could be seen as the source of our impressions of the 
woodcutter despite the seemingly vocal presence of the life world of the 
woodcutter, what else can claim to be the source or what else reworks 
the above to influence our impressions? 
The woodcutter is not alone in his life world. The samurai is not 
alone in his life world. So are others. They exist in their mutually exclusive 
but yet conjoined life worlds. The woodcutter can not exist on his own; 
he must be located in the life worlds of his co-characters as well as in 
the constructed worlds of their primary, secondary and tertiary spatial 
and temporal locations. The woodcutter exists because he exists in the 
Rasho Gate. The Rasho Gate exists as a noticeable ruin not because of 
its antiquity or extent but because of the ruinous din of the outpour that 
lashes the gate as well as its present inhabitants. The woodcutter exists 
because of the woods in which he finds his life source. The woodcutter 
exists because of what exists alongside him in the woods and above him 
as he walks through the woods tracing the origin of the strangeness of 
the objects he encounters. 
As Godard argued, "I cannot avoid the fact that all things exist both 
from the inside and the outside" (Milne, 1986), the woodcutter or samurai 
or his wife, like other characters in the film, have to be seen in their 
162 
Merleau-Ponty, Godard, Sobchack and the Spatial Aesthetics ofRashomon 
conjoined states as subjects with exteriors (objects) and objects with 
interiors (subjects). Godard's wish to see the subjects and objects in the 
contexts of their reversible nature strives to upset the logic of subject as 
the disjointed monolithic entity in both classical and psychoanalytical film 
theories. While Godard's cinema sought to locate the subject in Merleau-
Ponty's phenomenological terms as explicitly as possible, there are 
immense possibilities to look for such constructions in the cinemas of 
other masters like Kurosawa. 
This is something akin to what Danks (2002) sees as the aesthetics 
of Melville's cinema. Jean-Pierre Melville (1917-1973), whom Danks 
would like to see alongside Yasujiro Ozu, Alain Resnais, Bresson and 
Jacques Tati, remains as one of the underrated French filmmakers despite 
his lasting influences beyond the gangster genre in which he excelled. 
What Danks (2002) says of Melville's cinema fits in well with Kurosawa's 
cinema as well. "Thus, while the characters are both 'interior' and 
'exterior' to the situation, we are also both inside and outside their view 
of it, engaged in the film's action while also observing it. It is this 
combination of direct engagement and distanced contemplation, of feeling 
character and observing actor, as well as the joining of real-time observation 
- which Colin McArthur describes as a "cinema of process" - and 
aesthetic abstraction (heightened or drained colours, self-consciously 
staged compositions) that defines Melville's cinema." 
Godard's application of Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology impacted 
not only the traditional conception of subject and object as a dichotomy 
but introduced the need to view spatial film aesthetics differently. Now 
we cannot only see the subjects or objects in their disjunctures but in 
their conjoined states or contexts. The woodcutter as a subject cannot 
exist without the objects that seek to distinguish him as the subject or his 
state as a social object. Similarly, the woodcutter as a social object, 
along with other social objects in the social milieu ofRashomon, can not 
exist without being a subject that seeks relationships with other objects, 
social and otherwise. We must remember that the status of objects or 
subjects or their relationships is not presupposed by their binary 
contradictions but by their conjoined state of being one whole. It is more 
like the conjoined status of the body as a whole, wherein the body includes 
both the object (physical body) and its subject (metaphysical self); and 
together they may also stand in the company of other social objects. 
In film aesthetics, there is scope to deal with narrative symmetries/ 
asymmetries, spatial symmetries/asymmetries, temporal symmetries/ 
asymmetries, aural symmetries/asymmetries, thematic symmetries/ 
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asymmetries, character symmetries/asymmetries and general mise-en-
scene symmetries/asymmetries. The symmetries/asymmetries in any 
one domain are not exclusive in their character and they have their imprints 
in the symmetries/asymmetries of other domains. For instance, the 
symmetries/asymmetries in the narrative domain of Rashomon have 
their imprints in the symmetries/asymmetries of the spatial domain. The 
narrative strategy employed by Kurosawa in the opening shots at the 
Rasho Gate is a puzzle laden with as many symmetries/asymmetries in 
as many domains as possible. It is not a puzzle that gets located as a 
simple narrative code or strategy but as a spatially expanding puzzle as 
well (outside the frame of the gate). It is a ceaseless aural puzzle 
(emanating from the din of the rainy outpour at the gate). It is also a 
puzzle that locates itself temporally in shifting movements from the past 
event (murder) to the present event (the lament of the woodcutter in the 
company of first the priest and then the stranger). And then to the 
juxtapositions of the implications of the murder (court room confessions) 
and finally as the recurring throwback to the depravity of the humankind 
in the events of the past and present. 
The fact that symmetries/asymmetries pervade the whole canvas 
of a film like Rashomon in itself may not be a noteworthy point about 
the spatial aesthetics of Rashomon but the innovative modes in which 
they have been employed to pervade the whole canvas of the film is 
certainly the highlight of Kurosawa's oeuvre. The opening scene at the 
Rasho Gate is not only evocative of the use of frames within frames 
motif but also the juxtaposition of the shifting locations of the frames. 
These frames, being spatial/imaginary, are hidden from the view of 
ordinary viewer but made visible easily to those who are out to go after 
them. At least as far as framing in this establishment scene goes, the 
Rasho Gate frame is the mother of all frames. What it hides from us by 
way of other hidden frames is spatial in character. The spatial frames 
are about the locations of the woodcutter, the priest and the stranger 
within the mother frame. These spatial frames can also be seen as flowing 
from outside the context of the mother frame and in the context of the 
whole narrative structure. 
The overarching spatial frames in the film are primarily two 
competing imaginary triangles2, where one is constituted by the 
woodcutter, the priest and the stranger; and the other is constituted by 
the bandit, the samurai and his wife. There are physical as well as 
imaginary versions of the spatial constructions. The most obvious example 
of the physical version of the rectangle is the Rasho Gate and the most 
164 
Merleau-Ponty, Godard, Sobchack and the Spatial Aesthetics ofRashomon 
obvious example of the imaginary version of the rectangle is the 
metamorphosis of the triangle constituted by the bandit, the samurai and 
his wife into a rectangle, with the belated entry of the woodcutter into 
the scene of the murder. The courthouse as a physical rectangle also 
ought to be juxtaposed with the imaginary rectangle it hides from view. 
The imaginary rectangle is constituted by the four witnesses - the samurai, 
the spirit of the murdered nobleman, his wife and the law enforcement 
official. It is a rectangle and not a square as two of the four witnesses 
(the spirit and the law enforcement official) get considerably less due 
than the samurai and the nobleman's wife. 
There are three broad planes of spatial constructions in Rashomon. 
They are the Rasho Gate, the woods and the court hall. What gets 
constructed on these planes in their physical and imaginary locales 
eventually metamorphose from their states of triangles, squares and 
rectangles into apparently freewheeling but practically interlocked circles 
that straddle the realms of the past, present and future. The primary 
constituents of the circle at the Rasho Gate are the constituents of the 
triangle at the Rasho Gate. The constituents of the triangle at the woods 
are the sources of the circle at the woods. The sources of the rectangle 
at the court hall also must be likened as the shapers of the circle at the 
court hall. It would be jarring for triangles, rectangles and squares to get 
interlocked. Their transformation as imaginary circles help them to 
interlock the three divergent physical planes and their equally divergent 
contestants and their truth claims. The transformation of the spatial 
location of the woodcutter, the stranger and the priest is more due to 
temporal than spatial reasons. What emerges as the typical triangular 
construction to discharge a particular narrative function (drawing the 
attention of the viewer to the importance of the puzzle code) had to be 
transformed into a typical circular construction to discharge the narrative 
function (of laying bare the logic behind the puzzle), even as that circle 
gets interlocked with the other circles in the woods and the court hall. 
The other competing frames in Rashomon are far more unique than 
the frames in which the central characters get located. They are the 
metaphorical ones like the pounding rains, the dancing duels of the sun 
rays and what interrupts them; the struggles of white as the colour of the 
samurai's wife (firstly as the facade of serenity and aristocratic lineage, 
secondly as the colour of the victim, thirdly as the colour of betrayal and 
fourthly the impossibility or possibility of being any of the four); and 
more importantly, the juxtapositions of the state, clergy, aristocracy and 
common men as essentially competing and contradictory sources of 
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morality, righteousness and truth. While arguing for the need to analyse 
Rashomon in terms of the imaginary triangles, rectangles and circles, 
this paper does not look at them as static spatial constructions but as 
dynamic. Just as the individual triangles may metamorphose into circles, 
the individual axes that make up them also show marked divergence in 
terms of the spatial dynamism from one another. The axis of the 
woodcutter is rather fixed. He does not budge from his position of moral 
laments or even his physical location in the triangle. The same is also 
true of the priest. But the stranger's axis is a contrast. It is the dominating 
one and provides the contexts for the other two axes. The stranger 
shows considerable movements within the confines of the Rasho Gate. 
He is on the move always just as he hops from one interrogating question 
to another. He is also the cause of the survival of the triangular position 
of the spatial framing for so long and he also contributes to its collapse 
when he exits from the gate much before the other two. What replaces 
the triangle after his exit is a supposedly unimpressive linearity defined 
by the woodcutter and the priest. While the construction of the triangle 
pointed to the power of the narrative puzzle that lay before the viewer, 
the straightforward linear positions of the woodcutter and the priest point 
to not only the absence of the puzzle but a clear road ahead for the two 
- a path of renewed faith in humanity and a point of narrative closure. 
In his 1968 work, The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty 
focuses on the reversibility of the "seeing and the visible" and "speech 
and what it signifies." Says Merleau-Ponty: "as there is a reversibility of 
the seeing and the visible... so also there is a reversibility of speech and 
what it signifies". What is envisioned by Merleau-Ponty here is the 
distinction between the subject that derives its subjectivity from the senses 
of touch, sight and hearing and the subjectivity that derives its subjectivity 
from thinking, language and signs. Is the woodcutter a thinking subject 
more than samurai? Is the priest a thinking subject more than the noble 
man? Is the stranger a thinking subject more than the rape victim? Or 
vice versa? Interestingly, when one seeks to apply the Pontean notion of 
thinking and sensing subjects to the manner in which the spatial 
organisations of the characters in the two imaginary triangles is made 
possible by Kurosawa in Rashomon, one is tempted to liken the characters 
at the Rasho Gate as thinking subjects, given their predilection from the 
very beginning till the end of the film to talk, debate, argue and even 
engage in verbal skirmishes. In contrast, the other three characters in 
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the woods (the bandit, the samurai and his wife), who serve as points of 
reference as well as objects for the thinking subjects, seem to be governed 
more by their senses of touching, seeing and hearing. As sensing subjects, 
they are not excluded from being thinking subjects but their location is 
more driven by the acts of the senses. A classic case in point is the act 
of waking up of Tajomaru from slumber by the wafting breeze and his 
subsequent arousal of the senses that drive him to commit the rape. It is 
apparent in Rashomon's spatial aesthetics that the two competing 
imaginary triangles derive their essential difference not from their 
narrative locations but from their phenomenological potential to 
differentiate the thinking subjects and sensing subjects. 
Similarly, using Sobchack's (1992) notion of films and spectators as 
embodied entities, one could relate to Kurosawa's project of spatial 
aesthetics in Rashomon. A mentioned before, Sobchack (1992) likens 
the relationship between films and spectators as the one between two 
embodied entities - film as a body embodying film makers' perceptions 
of the world and film spectator as another embodied subject seeking to 
relate to those perceptions through the mediation of the camera and 
projector. What have been embodied in the film body of Rashomon are 
the perceptions of Kurosawa concerning the darker side of human mind 
and our inabilities to be honest and truthful. Sobchack's (1992) notion of 
film as body (as the embodiment of the film makers' perceptions of his 
world) is proved well by Kurosawa's Rashomon, if one seeks to match 
the film maker's perceptions of his world, as conveyed by his intent and 
words (Kurosawa,1983), and how the same has been incorporated as 
Godard's third and fourth movements (Milne, 1986). If Godard's four 
movements are about the film body graduating from the contexts defined 
by the subjective and objective descriptions of subjects and objects to 
the levels where the 'complex' and its constituents are engaged to get 
closer to life than before, then, as a film body Rashomon has been 
advantaged by the incorporation of Godard's philosophy, even as it stands 
testimony to the thesis of Sobchack (1992). In this context, Rashomon's 
spatial aesthetics is not to be studied only in the spatial/narrative/aesthetic 
contexts of triangles, rectangles and circles but in the contexts of their 
phenomenological connections as well, even if Kurosawa had not declared 
explicitly himself as a votary of the Pontean phenomenology as well as 
Godard, there are good lessons to be drawn about Sobchack's (1992) 
notion of embodied film. 
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Conclusion 
The present paper has made an attempt to connect Merleau-Ponty's 
philosophy with the spatial aesthetics of Rashomon through the 
phenomenological concepts of Godard and Sobchack. As mentioned 
before, even though classical Japanese cinema is replete with numerous 
examples of spatial aesthetic in the works of Mizoguchi, Ozu and 
Kurosawa, only the works of Ozu have attracted scholarly attention so 
far. In attempting to make a small step forward in filling the void 
concerning the other two masters, this paper dealt with the 
phenomenological contours of Kurosawa's spatial aesthetic project in 
Rashomon. This paper demonstrated clearly that there is more to the 
study of spatial aesthetics of Japanese cinema than triangles, rectangles 
and circles in view of the enormous scope for the application of the 
phenomenological theories advanced by Merleau-Ponty, Godard and 
Sobchack. 
Notes 
1
 The topic might seem rather strange for three reasons: Firstly, for 
focussing on a film that was made more than fifty years ago. Secondly, 
for seeking to connect the film with culturally distant directors like 
Godard and Kurosawa. And, thirdly, by interjecting Merleau-Ponty 
between Godard and Sobchack, on the one hand, and the film. 
However, it is hoped earnestly that what are being examined in this 
paper are phenomenologically connected despite the strange nature 
of the connections. 
2
 The triangles in Rashomon's composition have been the subject 
of many studies and commentaries, including the one by Donald 
Richie in the Criterion DVD edition of the film. Marc Yamada's 
"Adapting Akutagawa: Kurosawa's Rashomon and the 
Problem of Narration." The Film Journal. No.9. July. 2004. 
http://www.thefilmjournal.com/issue9/rashomon.html provides an 
important plane of analysis of the triangles in Rashomon. 
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Woodcutter 
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Policeman 
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